THIRU CfflTRA KUTAM
Thiru Chitrakutam, more famously known as Chi-
dambaram, is, for many, associated with Nataraja i.e. the
Dancing Siva. Very few would immediately recognise it also
as a vaishnavite shrine and that too one of the 108 vaishnavite
divya desams. In fact, Chidambaram is a place which is held in
high veneration both by the saivites and the vaishnavites. The
vaishnavite sthala purana is based upon Brahmanda puranam,
Kshetra kandam. Visvakarma, the divine architect is believed
to have built Thiru Chitrakutam. According to the saivite sthala
puranam, Paramasiva made this place His abode and hence
this place is known as Chit Ambalam meaning the presence of
the cosmic Being as Akasa (Ether). The place is also known as
Perum paitrapuliyur as Vyagrap^tha rishi i.e. Pulikal munivar
(Bishi with feet like^that of tiger) the devout sage did penance
here and had the darshan of Siva as Nataraja. It is known as
Pundarikapuram for saivites and as Thillai nagar Thitu Chi-
trakutam for vaishnavites. The shrine for Sri Govindaraja at
Thiru Chitrakutam faces east and lies dose to the chit sabha of
Sri Nataraja who faces south. Another peculiar feature is that
no where else do we find an ancient Vishnu sthala complete
with separate tower, Bali peetam, dwajasthambam and Garuda
shrine facing the Lord, a separate Thayar shrine with a sepa-
rate management of its own with its own rituals in such dose
proximity to the sanctum sanctorum of Siva. Both the sthalas
are encompassed in one place.
Chidambaram is in South Arcot district It is well connected
by train as well as by bus. As soon as one enters the town, the big
temple with its four majestic gopurams serves as a landmark for
miles around. It is about 150 miles to the south of Madras. The
town though not big has well planned streets with geometrical
symmetry. The four main streets are all laid out on a strictly
square pattern. The actual age of this shrine can hardly be
assessed as nowehre in the recorded history do we come across
any authentic account of the birth of this famous shrine. Koyir
puranam a very ancient record speaks of a 6th century Pallava
EingSimhavarman (550-575) as having worshipped the original
deity in Thillai forests. There are other records of reference